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was likely heavily influenced by Buddhism, which was spread-
ing through China during that time. In fact the Wu Nengzi is
the last significant work of classical daoist philosophy.

For critics of civilization today it may be hard to think about
ancient China as being comparable to our world. The cruelty
and destruction of civilization in the 21st has reached such a de-
gree of intensity that we understandably assume it must have
been unimaginable to those before us. The daoists of ancient
China, however, faced a world much like our own albeit less
dramatic in scale. China during the time of the daoists was a
world of constant meaningless warfare, an enormous mono-
lithic state apparatus that dictated much of daily life, new tech-
nologies that radically changed the age-old relationships that
human beings had had with each other and their environment,
massive public works projects that disrupted vast ecosystems,
and sprawling megalopolises that dwarfed other cities of the
ancient world. To the primitivist and the other thinkers we
have examined in this essay, the developments of the last sev-
eral centuries must have seemed as radical as anything we have
experienced. While we face the possibility of short term human
extinction, the daoists were also quite justified in seeing signs
of a degraded and collapsing human existence around them.

The struggle against civilization will continue as long as civ-
ilization itself. There will always be those who utterly condemn
and reject this way of life. Though the challenges of our present
moment are truly profound, we can draw strength from those
who came before and remember that we are not alone in this
struggle. The way is there for those who seek it.
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in the words of Bao Jingyan, “is like trying to dam a river in
full flood with a handful of earth”

The poem “Peach Blossom Spring” by Tao Qian (326-397
CE) owes much to Ruan Ji’s “Biography of Master Great Man,”
in its fantastical elements and poetical style. The text presents
a powerful utopian vision of the past but unlike many of the
other daoist primitivists, “Peace Blossom Spring” explicitly sug-
gests that this lost world can be reattained. The plot of this
short poem is simple; a fisherman comes upon a mysterious
forest of peach trees and finds within it a passage way to a hid-
den world inhabited by a small community that had fled from
civilization and its troubles several hundred years earlier. The
people of this village continue to live as they had in ancient
generations past, completely cut off from and uninterested in
the outside world. They have no government, no money, and
no technology. The fisherman is shocked by how happy and
carefree the people are and how simply they live. When the
fisherman leaves the villagers ask him not to tell the people of
the world about their secret place.

Tao Qian’s poem can be read in many different ways. John
Rapp argues, and I am inclined to agree with him, that the poem
is a metaphor for returning to primitive life in the present, “for
a psychological discovery of an internal, forgotten tendency”
The memory of our primitive past must still exist within us,
submerged under aeons of oppression and domestication. Ac-
cording to Rapp, the poem implies that “this place can exist at
any time by anyone who ‘returns to the root, or the state of
original simplicity” Tao Qian’s poem would be the last daoist
primitivist text for 500 years.

In the ninth century a treatise was written by someone call-
ing themselves Wu Nengzi (“the Master of No Qualities”). The
Wu Nengzi repeats many of the arguments we have seen above
but ultimately acquiesces to a Confucian justification of power
and the state. Critics have pointed out that the Wu Nengzi‘s em-
phasis on living simply and in harmony with ones surrounding
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Fallen Skies

The cataclysm has happened, we are among the ruins, we
start to build up new little habitats, to have new little hopes. It is
rather hard work: there is now no smooth road into the future:
but we go round, or scramble over the obstacles. We’ve got to
live, no matter how many skies have fallen. - D.H. Lawrence

What is civilization anyway? Defining this term always
seems one of the major stumbling blocks for people when I
try to talk to them about primitivism. They feel that the term
“civilization” is far too broad and is given far too much agency.
What do I mean when I say that “civilization is destroying the
earth” or “civilization alienates us from ourselves and each
other”? Civilization is not really a thing so it can’t really act,
they argue. This is a good point and it’s worth lingering on.

Before defining what civilization means to me I have to say
that I think the idea of returning to primitive life is so threaten-
ing to most people that they immediately look for any possible
excuse to dismiss the content of the critique. Spluttering “well
what does civilization means anyway?” is just one way of do-
ing that. But nevertheless, like any discussion of complex ideas,
it is important to define terms. Most dictionaries will define
“civilization” in terms of a number of key characteristics: it is
urban or features concentrated populations, it is technological,
it is industrial, it is governed by a legal system, it is connected
with the concept of the state, it is in opposition with something
called “the wild,” “the barbaric,” or “the savage” Perhaps most
important, the term “civilization” implies a totality. It is an or-
ganization in human society of all material, cultural, spiritual
resources, in other words, everything. Civilization is a particu-
lar way of relating to everything.

In order to really flesh out a coherent definition of civiliza-
tion it seems important to draw out some of its implied quali-
ties. If it is urban, then it must also depend on large scale agri-
culture. If it is industrial, then it must engage in mineral ex-



traction. If it is a state, it must have a head of state and must
therefore be hierarchical. If it has a legal system, it must be
authoritarian. Civilization is not unique to any particular part
of the world nor to any particular moment in history. There
are also degrees of civilization, which is to say, not every civ-
ilization possesses every single quality of every other civiliza-
tion. Ancient Mesopotamia is clearly not the same thing as 20th
century America but the two societies have much in common.
They were ruled by an elite, who exploited those beneath them.
They built cities. They were both expansionist and militaris-
tic. They practiced agriculture. The destructive, exploitative el-
ements of civilization were present in ancient Mesopotamia,
just as they are today. Not to the same degree, perhaps, but
certainly present. Most importantly, returning to the primitive
does not mean returning to the past. I don’t want to live in an-
cient Mesopotamia, ancient Rome, Europe in the middle ages,
etc. Returning to the primitive is about returning to a way of
life that has persisted for a million years, while all these civi-
lizations have risen and fallen, and is still alive today.

Friends of mine often ask me, “why civilization? Isn’t cap-
italism really the problem?” It is absolutely true that under
capitalism, civilizations vicious tendencies are most fully real-
ized. But that does not mean that non-capitalist civilizations
were not horrible exploitative to humans and the environment
or that a future socialist, communist, or classless civilization
would be capable of creating truly harmonious relations be-
tween humanity and the world without likewise revolution-
izing every other aspect of civilized life. Without capitalism
we would still have to reckon with industrialism, agriculture,
technology, among others. Likewise, one cannot truly say that
industrialism or advanced technology is the core problem. This
would suggest that pre-industrial large-scale, stratified, mili-
taristic, agricultural societies were not also profound exploita-
tive and oppressive, which of course they were.

communities, living alongside the animals. For Bao Jingyan,
this utopia is disrupted by the acquisition of knowledge. Fol-
lowing contemporary anarcho-primitivist arguments concern-
ing the developments of the neolithic revolution, Bao suggests
that the search for knowledge led to the establishment of hier-
archies, notions of profit and class, and the invention of new
destructive technologies. Likewise Bao insists that crime and
injustice are byproducts of rulership and denounces the moral
hypocrisy of the state.

According to Bao, in the beginning, all creatures lived in
the happiness and peace of undifferentiation. Knowledge, says
Bao, “has its origin in the use of force that goes against the
true nature of things” Following the ideas of the primitivist in
“Horses Hooves,” Bao writes “when the cinnamon-tree has its
bark stripped or the varnish-tree is cut, it is not done at the
wish of the tree...to be bitted and bridled is not in accordance
with the nature of the horse” The meaning of the dao for Bao
is for things to live according to their nature, which is to say,
freely and without the imposition of external sources of pain
or unhappiness. To experience injury, sickness, and ultimately
death, these things are part of live and cannot be escaped. Thus
they are natural and we should not seek to avoid them. The
horse, however, is not born with a bit and bridle. The ox is
not born with a yoke. These things are unnatural and are con-
demned by Bao.

In the early state of nature humanity experienced a level
of connectedness with the world and the creature. Bao writes,
“the ravening tiger could be trodden on, the poisonous snake
handled. Men could wade through swamps without raising the
waterfowl, and enter the woodlands without startling the fox.”
The bellies of the people were full, there was no ideas of prop-
erty or wealth, and there was peace between the people. Once
knowledge began to fracture and disrupt this unity, war, greed,
and oppression followed. To prevent the spread of civilization,
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refused to participate with the government. During this period
a group of daoist philosophers known as the “Seven Sages of
the Bamboo Grove” started coming together and engaging
in lively, drunken debates (which frequently occurred in the
nude) concerning the ideas contained in the Daodejing and
the Zhuangzi. The Seven Sages played an important role in
keeping the daoist critique of civilization and the state alive.
The most famous of the Seven Sages is Ruan Ji (210-263 CE).

Ruan Ji’s greatest work, “Biography of Master Great Man,”
is a fantastical novelistic poem that describes the life of a mys-
terious sage. In it Ruan Ji continues the tradition of the the
legendary daoists and presents, in the words of Hsiao Kung-
chuan, a “merciless attack upon conventionality, and, at the
same time, an enthusiastic encomium of anarchist freedom.”
For Ruan Ji, like Zhuangzi before him, the government is just
as bad (if not worse) than the thieves and the ideal society is
one that existed in the distant hunter-gatherer past. In Ruan Ji’s
vision the utopian past was disrupted by the intrusion of arti-
ficiality into human communities. Government, mass society,
and culture represent the continued evolution of this artificial-
ity. While Ruan Ji’s critique is not particularly unique among
the other daoists, his poetry is absolutely breathtaking: “Look
at the Sun Crow who roams beyond the dust of the world, and
at the wrens who play among the weeds.” In addition to func-
tioning as the intellectual leader of the Seven Sages, Ruan Ji
would inspire later daoists as we will see below.

In 265 CE the Sima clan forced the Wei emperor to abdi-
cate and founded the Jin dynasty. They also executed many
of the daoist intellectuals who had been brought to court by
the Wei rulers and in the following years the neo-daoist re-
vival collapsed. One of the remaining philosophers from this
period was Bao Jingyan (ca. 300 CE), who wrote what John
Rapp calls “the greatest direct statement of Daoist anarchism”
Bao Jingyan utterly rejects the notion of rulership and asserts
that the natural state of humanity is in small, self-sufficient
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Technology, however, is certainly a key element in defin-
ing civilization. What makes technology different from a tool
is the fact that it inescapably brings with it an enormous sys-
tem of production and it fundamentally alters the experience of
the individual using it. In other words, a tool is something that
anyone can assemble for themselves, without access to highly
specialized knowledge and training or rare and obscure mate-
rials. In order to make a bow and arrow you do need to have
some experience and knowledge and you need access to wood,
stone, and a few other items that are readily at hand. But in
order to construct a computer you need a vast amount of tech-
nical training and access to a huge amount manufactured mate-
rials that an individual simply could not procure for themselves
under any circumstances. I cannot build a microchip by myself
without somebody else mining, processing, and assembling the
components.

The question of agency is a subtle and problematic one. Of
course its true that civilization, a complex system of organiza-
tion, cannot act. Civilization cannot make somebody do some-
thing. So when we talk about civilization destroying the world,
what do we really mean? Well first of all, it is important to
note that governments, companies, and organizations are made
up of individuals. The decisions and actions of those entities
ultimately come from somebody. But unfortunately it is not
enough to point our fingers at the nefarious, shadowy politi-
cians and CEOs. While they are primarily responsible, it’s also
true that civilization spreads through the smaller decisions of
individuals from all levels of society. Civilization, a way of life,
a way of thought, it something that we have bought into. And
yet it is not entirely a matter of choice; the forces of power
put a lot of energy into promoting the ideas and options which
favor them. Not to mention the fact that if you do not make
the choices that those in power want you to make, you will be
confronted by men with guns.



Like the AIDS virus, civilization is easier to define in terms
of its symptoms, of which there are many. Alienation, depres-
sion, suicide, mass killings. These are routine in societies that
are highly technological, socially stratified, and urban. They are
extremely uncommon in hunter-gatherer communities. When-
ever one tries to map a concept onto reality it quickly becomes
clear that abstract thought cannot account for our lived experi-
ence. Civilization is just a word, what matters is that we have
some understanding of what we mean when we use it but we
know what we want, and we know what we don’t want. We
simply need to muster the courage to lay down our burden
and leave it all behind.

It is Time to Kiss the Earth Again

“We can never recover an old vision, once it has been sup-
planted. But what we can do is to discover a new vision in har-
mony with the memories of old, far-off, far, far-off experience
that lie within us” —D.H. Lawrence

“All things are full of gods.” —Thales

“One existence, one music, one organism, one life, one God:
star-fire and rock-strength, the sea’s cold flow And man’s dark
soul” — Robinson Jeffers

For the last three decades, anarcho-primitivism has been
the dominant form of anti-civilization critique. During this pe-
riod, the crisis of techno-industrial society has intensified to
previously unimaginable levels. For those of us who are ene-
mies of civilization, we are sure of the problem but the solu-
tion is less clear. Many anarcho-primitivists have adopted the
tactics of other anarchists; property destruction, sabotage, tree-
sits, vandalism, and other form of direct action. The underlying
idea that motivates these actions is that they will eventually
cause people to ‘wake up’ and recognize the oppressive nature
of civilization. As such, anarcho-primitivism orients itself as an

“So we disturb the brightness of the sun and moon above,
dissipate the quintessences in the mountains and rivers below,
interrupt the round of the four seasons in between; of the very
insects which creep on the ground or flit above it, not one is
not losing its nature.”

Amazingly, the primitivist is able to perceive not only the
harm that civilization does to living things but to the very land-
scape and celestial bodies themselves (while civilization has
not reached a point where its activities harm the sun and moon,
we can think of global warming, etc in terms of damaging the
earth as a planet or cosmic entity). That the author was able
to perceive this harm several thousand years ago speaks to the
importance of daoism to the anti-civilization critique.

The final primitivist chapter “Keep it in place and within
bounds” continues to develop the same themes as those we
have seen above. The author emphasizes again that morality,
wisdom, and culture disorder humanity and it’s relation to the
natural world, thereby weakening what the daoists termed “the
powers,” or our true nature. For the primitivist, the powers can
only be cultivated through staying true to our truest selves
rather than being misled by adornments and distractions such
as music, duty, and even the overindulgence of our five senses.
As the primitivists states, we must “find security in the essen-
tials of our nature.” Everything else leads us and the world into
disorder.

Several hundred years after Zhuangzi and the primitivist,
during the early years of the Wei-Jin Period (220-280 CE), a
massive daoist resurgence occurred. The Wei dynasty, founded
by the son of the great warlord Cao Cao, filled their court with
philosophers from many different schools in their attempt
to establish philosophical justification for their rule. During
a short period of time from 240-249 CE, in fact, daoism was
adopted as the official orthodox philosophy of the Wei state.
But while the Wei aristocrats paid lip service to daoist prin-
ciples, many of the greatest philosophical minds of the time

37



horses will know how to smash the crossbar, wriggle out of
the yokes, butt the carriage hood, spit out the bit and gnaw
through the reins”

Living things always know to resist control. After thou-
sands of years of domestication, it is also time for humanity to
throw off the yoke and smash our fetters.

In “Rifling Trunks,” we meet our friend Robber Chih once
again. Much like the Yangist version of the story, most of
the chapter focuses on a critique of morality, knowledge, and
hypocrisy. Chih argues that it is precisely because we have in-
vented a concept of right, that we also have an understanding
of wrong. The morality of bandits like himself is condemned
while the morality of emperors, princes, and bureaucrats is
exalted, despite the fact that the latter cause infinitely more
suffering to others. But daoism does not promote moral
relativism. What is right and wrong is not merely dependent
on one’s perspective or position. As Chih says, warlordism
and corruption are not inherent to humanity. They only arise
following the emergence of rulers and sages, those who tell
others how to act.

“With the birth of the sages the great robbers arise. Smash
the sages, turn the thieves and bandits loose, and the world
will be in order...Once the sages are dead the great robbers will
not arise, the world will be at peace and there will be no more
trouble”

If you do not try to control people, tell them what to do, and
punish them, they will behave peacefully and harmoniously.
If people are left alone they will learn to come together and
resolve their problems and conflicts.

The end of “Rifling Trunks” differs from the Yangist version
in tone and content. In the latter, Robber Chih is mostly focused
on extolling the lost glory of the golden age before the Yellow
Emperor brought civilization and condemning the hypocrisy of
the present. In “Rifling Trunks” we are left on a note of despair
that sounds remarkably contemporary to 21st century readers:
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essentially political movement. In this essay I will argue that
the critique of civilization must be liberated from all politics
and reframed solidly within the context of religion and spiritu-
ality, that primitivism must part ways with anarchism.

While certainly acknowledging its impact on the natural
world, anarcho-primitivism tends to emphasize the ways in
which civilization is harmful to humanity: alienation, poverty,
depression, mass shootings. Hunter-gatherer society is held up
as a ideal of perfect human happiness and equality while all
forms of social injustice are linked to civilization. Civilization,
in other words, is essentially presented as a social problem. It is
conceptualized as a particular form of social organization that
has produced a number of undesirable circumstances. In this
regard, anarcho-primitivism is no different from socialism or
any of the other post enlightenment social philosophies that
present a vision of society without suffering. Its critique of civ-
ilization is based on what is best for humanity.

This is a problem because at the root of the civilized con-
sciousness is the idea that human beings are the most impor-
tant thing in the universe. Thus, if anarcho-primitvists con-
tinue to focus their critique of civilization on its harmful ef-
fects on humanity and continue to champion hunter gatherer
society as an egalitarian paradise, they will ultimately be per-
petuating the belief that what occurs among humanity is more
important than anything else.

Is it true that in the absence of civilization many humans
would be healthier and happier than they are now? Probably,
yes. The problem with this perspective is not that it values hu-
manity but that it values humanity above all else. To remove
the anarchist or political or social justice element from the cri-
tique of civilization is not to say that the suffering of humans is
unimportant. It simply puts that suffering into a larger, broader
context. The suffering of a human is no more or less impor-
tant than the suffering of a fly. Needless to say, as human be-
ings, we will naturally experience the suffering of our family



and friends more intensely than the suffering of a fly. This ul-
timately does not make it any more significant, however.

If we accept that the life of a fly or a speck of moss is as im-
portant as a human life, as I suspect most anarcho-primitivists
do, we must also accept that we have left the realm of politics
behind. In this context, the concerns of human society, the spe-
cific struggles of this particular group or that, are irrelevant. I
love the earth more than I love humanity. At the core of this po-
sition is a fundamentally religious attitude that I believe prim-
itivists should embrace.

Animism is the belief that all natural things—not made by
humans—have souls: trees, ferns, grasses, rivers, mountains,
pebbles as well as all creatures. Everything in the world is sa-
cred and nothing more or less so than anything else. This un-
derstanding of sacredness is not dependent on any particular
idea of god, it is simply the acknowledgment of the divinity in
all things. And this divinity does not need to be substantiated
or proven. As the ancient daoists understood, any attempt to
say “what it is” must be doomed to failure. The dao that can be
named is not the dao.We, as creatures of civilization, have been
conditioned to accept nothing without precise definitions and
convincing logic. This desire is the desire of the scientist, the
engineer, the technician. Likewise, the soul that can be named
is not the soul. Any definition of this soul or divinity that exists
within all things must necessarily be hopelessly limited by hu-
man consciousness and language. Though perhaps we can say,
like the ancient Greeks, Romans, Hindus, Jews, Chinese, and
others, that the concept of the soul or spirit is related to the
breath. And, if we quiet the mind and listen carefully, we can
perceive the breath of the rocks, the streams, the desert sands.

Historically, animism has been tied to particular places, spe-
cific mountains, specific rivers. There are as many different an-
imisms as there are tribes and peoples. As such, any particular
animism cannot be universal. The animism of one particular
tribe of central American peoples cannot be the same as a par-
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In other words, living things can indeed be managed. They
can be made to look and behave just the way we want them to.
But this can only be accomplished by their suffering. And in
the end, the price of this management will be that most of them
will die. To manage and control, the logic of civilization, is to
destroy. This is true for everything, human or animal, animate
or inanimate. To force something to conform to an idea that
is not within its nature can only bring about its annihilation.
Likewise, to seek to control something is to do violence to it.
The primitivist certainly does not believe this only applies to
living things:

“The potter says T'm good at managing clay; my circles are
true to the compass, my squares to the L-square’ The carpen-
ter says, Tm good at managing wood; my bends are true to
the curve, my straight edges correspond to the line! Do you
suppose that it is in the nature of clay and wood to want to be
true to compasses and L-squares and the carpenter’s curve and
line?”

We are so far from the way, the primitivist argues, that we
value the standards that we have invented over the will and
nature of things as they are. The more we impose our control
on the world, the more we separate ourselves from it. Evok-
ing Robber Chih’s golden age, the primitivist writes, “In the
age when power was at its utmost, men lived in sameness with
the birds and the animals” We could return to this sameness if
we ceased allowing ourselves to be led by the s0-called sages,
those who decide what is good and what is bad, and how things
should be managed. Overwhelmed by the ‘knowledge’ of the
sages, we forget the only things we truly need to know. Like do-
mesticated horses, whose nature has been severed from them:

“As for horses, when they live out on the plains they eat
grass and drink the water, when pleased they cross necks and
stroke each other, when angry swing round and kick at each
other. That is as far as a horse’s knowledge goes. If you put
yokes on their necks and hold them level with a crossbar, the
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things of culture take us further and further away from our
nature:

“First, the Five Colours derange the eye and impair its sight.
Secondly, the Five Notes derange the ear and impair its hear-
ing. Thirdly, the Five Smells fume in the nostrils and cause con-
gestion between the brows. Fourthly, the Five Tastes dirty the
mouth and make it sickly. Fifthly, inclinations and aversions
disturb the heart and make one’s nature volatile. These five are
all harmful to life”

Like a sixth finger, these things draw our nature away in
unproductive directions, toward trivialities and superficialities.
When we allow ourselves to be governed by these temptations
we quickly lose all awareness of our own imprisonment.
Our senses dulled, our bodies weak, stuffed into ridiculous
costumes we are nothing more than a “condemned man with
his chained arms and manacled fingers, or a tiger or a leopard
in its cage.”

In “Horses Hooves” the author argues powerfully that hu-
manity has lost its nature through the corruptions of civiliza-
tion and society. In the wild, natural state of things, all is ar-
ranged for the best. Each plant and animal has what it needs
to survive and live as it chooses. Thus, the horse in the wild
“has hooves to tread the frost and snow, and hair to ward off
wind and cold, it champs the grass and drinks the water, lifts
the knee high and prances.” But civilization allows nothing to
be free:

“Then came Po Lo and said, T'm good at managing horses’
He singed them, shaved them, clipped them, branded them, tied
them with martingale and crupper, cramping them in stable
and stall, and the horses which died of it were two or three
out of ten. He starved them, parched them, made them trot,
made them gallop, in formation or neck to neck, tormented by
bit and reins in front and threatened from behind by whip and
goad; and the horses that died before he finished were more
than half”
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ticular community of Scandinavians or Mongols. In this regard,
however, we can think of the zen koan: the finger can point to
the moon’s location but the finger is not the moon. The fin-
ger matters little; the moon is really the thing. In other words,
the particular animistic spirits of a particular community are
merely the finger. We must look to the moon: the universal
sacredness of the earth.

Until now, anarcho-primitivism has insisted on engaging in
the realm of intellectual arguments. For all that critics of civi-
lization reject the social and cultural structures that dominate
our lives, there is a strong tendency to tacitly accept certain civ-
ilized modes of thought, namely secularism and empiricism. In
much anarcho-primitivist literature by seminal writers such as
John Zerzan and Kevin Tucker, there is a clear commitment to
demonstrating truth through the presentation of valid empiri-
cal evidence and persuasive logic. Appeals to reason are made.
Arguments are constructed and deployed. Facts gathered by
experts are cited ad nauseum. These are the master’s tools, civ-
ilized tools, and history is the graveyard of the ideologies that
thought themselves immune to the influence of the tools and
tactics they used.

Anarcho-primitivists seek to ‘make their case’ to those who
do not reject civilization. People that embrace civilization do
so not because they don’t have “the facts”. One could present
thousands of facts ‘proving’ the relative happiness and ease of
hunter gatherer life and not a single person would be willing
to abandon their current way of life or even concede that the
critique of civilization has merit.

Ultimately it does not matter what hunter gatherers did or
did not do. It doesn’t matter which historical societies were
authoritarian or cultivated crops. The critique of civilization
should not be based on arguments. The critique of civilization
should be made based on the belief in the spirits of the earth.
Civilization is not bad because it causes groups of humans
to quibble amongst each other and suffer. Suffering is an
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inescapable part of life and need not be lamented. Civilization
is bad because it is a war against the gods.

In their fervor to convince others anarcho-primitivists
become increasingly dogmatic. They rage against “leftists,”
they argue about veganism, they debate the relative mer-
its of immediate-return economies versus delayed-return
economies, they become hopelessly bogged down in endless
bickering concerning the morality of violence, they delight
and despair alternately in the face of new abhorrent technolo-
gies. As such, the critique of civilization is utterly solipsistic.
And it is not merely that anarcho-primitivists tend to theorize
endlessly without any attempt to apply praxis. The few actions
that one does see, as we have said above, are meaningless and
only symbolic in the broadest and most vague terms.

It is time to leave all of this behind. It does not matter what
the philosophers say. It does not matter what the scientists say.
We must accept that our beliefs are religious in nature and de-
pend on faith.

It is time to reassert the nature-based spirituality of our col-
lective human past. If the natural world is not sacred, then why
should it matter? The only alternative is to say that the natu-
ral world is important because we depend on it for our own
survival as a species. This is to say, as we have seen above,
that humanity is really the thing we care about and nothing
more: that the natural world is important to us only insofar as
it serves our needs. Any argument for the inherent value of all
natural things can only be made from spiritual grounds.

It is time to give up writing pseudo-scholarly books, essays,
and articles, fighting cops, organizing protests, destroying
ATMS, and setting things on fire. These are the tactics of those
who wish to improve human society for particular groups
of humans. These are not actions that reflect the belief that
natural life is sacred.

Humanity will not change its fate through action. Not
through the actions of governments and companies, not
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[ziran] harmony, not only of his own society but of the cosmos
itself, so that now even the seasons come irregularly and the
animals live distorted lives” Angus Graham suggests that we
read the primitivist chapters like pamphlets designed to shock
the status quo. It is clear that the author is no tranquil daoist
sage but rather one who observes the events around him with
anger, even rage.

Much of the primitivist’s invective is directed against the so-
called sages or moral philosophers. The chapter “Webbed Toes”
begins by pointing out that physical anomalies such as webbed
feet or extra fingers are organic in the sense that they arise
from the body but are not essential to that body. Thus human
society develops along a vast variety of lines or “offshoots” of
equal superfluousness. Moral philosophy is one such superflu-
ous offshoot of human nature much like a useless extra finger:
“chiselling phrases and hammering sentences to make the heart
stray among questions about ‘the hard and the white’, ‘the
same and the different’, and fatuously admire useless propo-
sitions.” The primitivist argues that to stay on the correct path
or way (dao), means to never lose sight of what we really are
and that all the things that we have surrounded ourselves with
take us further and further away from our true nature.

But the primitivist is not a pacifist like Laozi and Zhuangzi
and keeping true to our nature comes at a price. What does
one do with webbed toes? Rip them apart. What does one do
with an extra finger? Bite it off. The fact that something is extra-
neous does not mean it will not hurt when you remove it, the
primitivist warns. It must be done nevertheless. Whether a per-
son or an action is considered good or evil is as representative
of human nature as a useless extra appendage. It’s something
that occurs from time to time but its occurrence should not be
confused with its essential nature.

The analogy of the webbed toes goes further. Humanity has
become utterly trapped by things that are extraneous to our
nature. Fine food, music, art, perfumes and fragrances, all the
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be a murderer than a liar, for the path of virtue is inevitably the
path of deception.

“Whoever cannot gratify his fancies...is not the man who
has fathomed the Way [dao]”

The character of Robber Chih makes an appearance in sev-
eral of the primitivist chapters as well. But as A.C. Graham
and others have noted, the primitivist chapters are written in
a very different style from the rest of the Zhuangzi, including
the Yangist chapters. The author or authors of the primitivist
chapters have a lot in common with the authors of the Yangist
chapters, most importantly the belief that humanity existed
in a “primal utopia” until the Yellow Emperor, but they vary
tremendously in style. The Yangist chapters, including “Rob-
ber Chih,” are calm, collected, and somewhat consistent with
the inner chapters, or those thought to be written by the real
Zhuangzi (if he existed). The primitivist chapters by contrast
can really only be said to be daoist in content. The style is ag-
gressive and combative. In the words of A.C. Graham, ” The
Primitivist is an extremist who despises the whole of the moral
and aesthetic culture. He wants to revert to the simplest mode
of life, undisturbed by the temptations of luxury and sophis-
tication, intellectual abstraction, above all by Confucian and
Mohist moralism” The latter portion of the above quote refers
to the period in which the primitivist is thought to have been
writing.

In 221 BC Shih Huang ti (Qin Shi Huang) unified China
through conquest for the first time. Immediately after his
death however the entire region became embroiled in civil
war. During this period a number of influential philosophical
movements were revitalized, including Confucianism and
Mohism, which had previously been repressed under the reign
of the Qin emperor. The primitivist, writing perhaps around
205 BC, sees the moral philosophy of the Confucians and
others as utterly absurd in a hopeless world of endless civil
war. He believes that “mankind has disrupted the spontaneous
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through the actions of mass movements, and certainly not
through the actions of a handful of disgruntled anarchists.
Humanity’s fate is sealed. The world it has known for 10,000
years will not last. It is foolish and vain to try to predict the
nature of its collapse or to picture the world that will follow.
Will it be good? Will it be bad? It does not matter. It will occur
and humanity will be forced to respond to it. Perhaps human
society has a future in some other form. Perhaps humanity
will be extinguished entirely.

The path has always been clear to those who choose to see.
We must shun civilization and the things of civilization. We
must go into the forest and never come out. We must reunite
our souls with the souls of the trees, the rocks, the streams, the
dirt. We must meditate on our place in the cosmos. In doing
so, we will not change the fate of this world but we will be, at
last, true to our nature once again. The world of the paleolithic
hunter gatherers is gone for good. We cannot return to the past.
But the gods that we once knew are still waiting for us in the
wild places of the world. If we go to them, they will embrace
us.

The Dithering Age: Holocene,
Anthropocene, and Chthulucene

“A sword age, axe age, shields are cloven, a wind age, wolf
age, ere the world sinks” Volupsa

There is no question that human activity has profoundly
damaged the vast interrelated web of ecological systems that
maintain the conditions for life on this planet. Similarly there
is an increasingly agreement among climate scientists that we
are currently in the midst of a sixth geological extinction event
that may cause the annihilation of up to 75 percent of species
on earth, including humanity. The only question now is how
do we conceptualize this fact and of course, how do we intend
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to address it. The current debates around the use of the term
‘anthropocene’ to describe the impact of human activity on the
biosphere is an example of how environmentalists are trying
to wrestle with this issue and also demonstrates how the cri-
tique of civilization is a vital issue that has yet to be dealt with
substantively by contemporary theorists. Without placing the
phenomenon of civilization at the core of our analysis of the
environmental crisis, any conceptualization will necessarily be
insufficient.

In the most recent issue of the Monthly Review Ian Angus
remarks that the term ‘anthropocene’ is currently enjoying a
degree of exposure and attention rarely granted to scientific
jargon. He writes

“The word Anthropocene, unknown twenty years ago,
now appears in the titles of three academic journals, dozens
of books, and hundreds of academic papers, not to mention
innumerable articles in newspapers, magazines, websites, and
blogs. There are exhibitions about art in the Anthropocene,
conferences about the humanities in the Anthropocene, and
novels about love in the Anthropocene.”

He goes on to summarize debates over the term within the
scientific community as well as provide a brief history of the
term and it’s usage. Angus’s ultimate concern is to emphasize
the need for ecological Marxists to deepen their engagement
with the work of climate scientists in order to properly under-
stand and attempt to deal with the unprecedented levels of en-
vironmental degradation we now face. The essential argument
of the climate scientists who proposed that we have indeed
entered a new phase in geological history (an ‘anthropocene,
from the Greek for ‘man’), one which is defined by humanity’s
destructive impact on global ecological systems, has been too
often neglected by Marxists as either catastrophism or a dis-
traction from class struggle.

The key question for Angus is how do we understand the
timing of the beginning of the anthropocene in the context
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there was no mischief in their hearts. This was the culmination
of utmost Power”

We can see in this utopian vision many elements that res-
onate with contemporary critiques of civilization. That human-
ity should not be the dominant species. That human beings
can live simply and by doing so find peace. And most impor-
tantly, that this is the highest form of virtue humanity can as-
pire to. Of course, this was the life of all humanity before the
Yellow Emperor and his brethren, the so-called culture heroes
of world mythology. Following the innovations of the Yellow
Emperor, Chih angrily recounts, war broke out among the peo-
ples of the world and men were made ministers and blood ran
like rivers. Exposing the hypocrisy of Confucius’ alleged virtue
Chih points out that by advising kings and lords, Confucius
himself has blood on his hands just like him.

“Now you cultivate the Way of King Wen and King Wu,
and with all the eloquence in the world at your disposal you
teach it to a later generation. In your spreading robe and nar-
row belt you bend words and falsify deeds, to delude and lead
astray the princes of the empire, hoping to get riches and hon-
ors from them. There’s no robber worse than you. Why doesn’t
the world call you Robber Confucius instead of calling me Rob-
ber Chih?”

The moralist, in other words, is just as bad as the murderer.
The state employees men like Confucius to lecture about moral-
ity while the state is the greatest criminal of them all. Man kills
but one man is considered just for killing and the other is con-
sidered wicked. The ‘humane rule’ advocated by Confucius is
an illusion. Trying to end crime by imposing order is worse
than crime itself.

Chih rejects everything Confucius has to say and ruthlessly
attacks the notion of wisdom itself, describing how every sage
in history was ultimately undone. Before Confucius is allowed
to escape with his life, Chih repeats the idea that its better to
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tion of weapons, the rule of law, mathematics, astronomy,
domestication, and agriculture. According to legend Huangdi
was the first to centralize the state and compelled the hunters
and nomads to settle and become peasants.

We are introduced to robber Chih as a fearsome warlord
who terrorizes the country side with his army. He rapes, steals,
and murders with impunity. Confucius, who is friends with
Chih’s older brother, decides that he will go talk to the robber
and try to dissuade him from his life of crime. When Confu-
cius comes to Chih’s compound, he finds the bandit and his
men feasting on human livers. Confucius first attempts to flat-
ter Chih by praising his handsomeness and strength, his wis-
dom and judgement, and his bravery. He then tries to bribe
Chih, suggesting that all the kings and lords would be will-
ing to set aside territory for Chih to become a king himself
if he would be willing to renounce his violent ways. Chih’s
response is proud and fierce: “That he can be restrained by ap-
peals to profit and be moralised to in speeches is never to be
said except of the stupid” From the outset Chih rejects utterly
the notion of personal gain and the morality of society for nei-
ther of these things holds more value for him than to act freely
as pleases him.

Chih goes on to describe life in the the golden age:

“T have heard that of old the birds and the animals were
many but the men were few. In those days the people all lived
in nests to escape them. In the daytime they gathered acorns
and chestnuts, and at nightfall perched in the treetops; there-
fore they were named the Nester clan people. Of old the people
did not know how to clothe themselves, in summer they piled
up masses of firewood, and in winter burned it; therefore they
were named the Life-knower people. In the age of Shen-nung
they slept sound, woke fresh, the people knew their mothers,
but did not know their fathers, and lived as neighbours with
the deer. By ploughing they were fed, by weaving clothed, and
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of the critique of capitalism. Among the scientific community
there are two proposals for how to define the anthropocene;
one places the anthropocene around eight thousand years
ago when large scale agriculture and urban civilization began
(though some even suggest that the entire holocene epoch,
which began around 11,000 years ago, after the last ice age,
should simply be renamed anthropocene).

Others argue that beginning in 1945 we began seeing a
qualitative change in the impact of human activity on the
biosphere. Sociological and environmental trends such as
population growth, water use, tourism, paper production,
fertilizer consumption, ocean acidification, ozone depletion,
carbon dioxide production, etc, which had been gradually
increasing since the 18th century suddenly experienced a
staggeringly sharp upturn around this time. Nobel Prize win-
ning climate scientist Paul Crutzen, along with Will Steffen
and John McNeill, proposed that developments since 1950
could be understood by the term ‘the Great Acceleration.
Later work by Crutzen et al, revised their model to place the
Great Acceleration within a second phase of the anthropocene
epoch. This conclusion is echoed by former NASA climate
scientist James Hansen, who writes

“Even if the Anthropocene began millennia ago, a funda-
mentally different phase, a Hyper-Anthropocene, was initiated
by explosive 20th century growth of fossil fuel use. Human-
made climate forcings now overwhelm natural forcings. CO2,
at 400 ppm in 2015, is off the scale ... Most of the forcing growth
occurred in the past several decades, and two-thirds of the 0.9
C global warming (since 1850) has occurred since 1975

The implications of this debate are quite profound. The con-
cept of an early anthropocene is popular among conservatives
and anti-environmental lobbyists who would like to demon-
strate that the environmental crisis we are seeing now is simply
the product of an increase in activities that have been present
and consistent with every point in human history. In other
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words, that this is nothing new and fundamentally does not
require new solutions. The recent anthropocene on the other
hand is favored by those who place capitalism at the center of
the current ecological catastrophe.

Clearly there is a need for synthesis between early and re-
cent visions of the anthropocene. While the qualitative change
in human destructiveness within the last half century and the
concurrent exponential growth in factors such as technologi-
cal development and economic disparity are measurably true
and must be acknowledged, it is equally true that human be-
ings have been engaging in radically destructive environmen-
tal practices for thousands of years. It is vital that we place spe-
cial emphasis on what has happened in the last fifty or sixty
years but it is just as important that we don’t treat capitalism
as the root cause of human interference with natural cycles and
the healthy functioning of global ecosystems. This is where the
critique of civilization becomes a key element in conceptualiza-
tions of the anthropocene.

Ancient Mesopotamians built extensive dams and irri-
gation systems to grow monoculture crops to feed their
exploding urban population. There is also evidence of de-
sertification in north Africa and elsewhere as a result of
deforestation by the ancient Romans, Egyptians, and others.
Mining was a widespread practice in the ancient world as
well and Athenian silver mines were worked by up to 20,000
slaves. We can likewise point to the extinction of numerous
species of holocene megafauna following the technological
developments of the Neolithic revolution. While Ian Angus
argues that the destructive practices of early humans does
not constitute a qualitative change from previous holocene
activity, when we compare the environmental impact of small,
nomadic hunter gatherer communities to that of even the
earliest urban, agricultural societies it is clear that we are
dealing with a change that is equally if not more radical than
what we have seen since the 1950s.
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technological progress onto an anarcho-communist future
society” We can see this perspective at play in the following
comments by Hsiao Kung-Chuan: “Western anarchism is...a
doctrine of hope, whereas Chinese anarchism seems to be a
doctrine of despair” An even more pernicious analysis, one
which was supported by Mao, presents the daoist position as
a nihilistic de facto support of the status quo.

Rapp, following Needham, argues that the daoists and
the writers of the outer chapters in particular were not
just miserable cranks but actually put forward a vision for
the future. Needham suggests that the authors of the outer
chapters were remnants of older primitive communities and
that they believed that the ideal society could be achieved as
soon as people returned to following the dao. Furthermore,
as Rapp points out, the daoist concept of ziran (“of itself
so,” “natural,” “spontaneous”) suggests a deeply hopeful and
optimistic worldview. The message comes through loud and
clear across the daoist canon that when we act according
to the principle of ziran, things have a way of working
themselves out. Moreover, the optimistic nature of daoism as
seen in the idea of ziran is further emphasized in the concept
of hundun, which Rapp glosses as “positive chaos, primeval
unity, or social homogeneity” In social terms hundun suggests
“a positive vision of individuals living and working together
in a stateless society.” This is the utopian vision of daoism. By
removing the artificial distinctions that we have imposed on
ourselves and the world, we will rediscover the unity that has
always existed among things.

In addition to the Yangist chapter “Robber Chih,” we will
also examine the so-called ‘primitivist’ chapters: “Webbed
toes,” “Horses hooves,” “Rifling trunks,” and “Keep it in place”
The philosophical core of “Robber Chih” is a dialogue between
Confucius and the eponymous bandit, in which the latter
argues for a return to a lost golden age before the Yellow
Emperor Huangdi appeared and brought with him the inven-
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see things one and others see things differently. They are both
mistaken in assuming that their perspective is correct. But this
does not mean that one is as good as another. In truth if one can
perceive beyond dualism they may discern that the boundary
between It and Other cannot be found.

The second inner chapter ends with one of the most elegant
and subtle moments in the daoist canon:

“Last night Chuang Chou dreamed he was a butterfly, spir-
its soaring he was a butterfly (is it that in showing what he was
he suited his own fancy?), and did not know about Chou. When
all of a sudden he awoke, he was Chou with all his wits about
him. He does not know whether he is Chou who dreams he is a
butterfly or a butterfly who dreams he is Chou. Between Chou
and the butterfly there was necessarily a dividing; just this is
what is meant by the transformation of things.”

Aside from the tremendous beauty of this passage, it
also presents a radical critique of dualism. Chuang Chou
(Zhuangzi), is never fixed as man or butterfly but is endlessly
cycling between the two. He glides effortlessly from one to
the other, understanding that awake-asleep is yet another
dichotomy to be overcome. Who is to say, the author argues,
what is reality and what is a dream.

We will now turn to the ‘outer’ chapters of the Zhuangzi,
the so-called ‘primitivist’ chapters in particular. As we have
seen above, the authors of the primitivist chapters were
philosophers who advocated a return to pre-Zhou dynasty
life. They saw the age of small-scale, self-sufficient rural com-
munities as a paradise uncorrupted by the oppression of the
state and its apparatus, militarism, advanced technology, and
symbolic culture. Numerous scholars have attacked the outer
chapters for this reason. Rapp writes “critics would suggest
that this [primitivist vision] was always an anti-technological
ideal that posited a lost utopia for in the past. Furthermore,
this was inherently a negative vision of loss that offered
little or no hope for grafting the benefits of economic and
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There is another crucial point that Angus’s survey over-
looks, does the term anthropocene reinforce anthropocentic
attitudes about the division between humanity and the natural
world? A landmark essay by Crutzen, Steffen, and McNeil
titled “The Anthropocene: Are Humans Now Overwhelming
the Great Forces of Nature?” highlights this problem. The
language here is extremely problematic. Humanity may be
making the planet uninhabitable for ourselves and a number
of other species but ‘the forces of nature’ are incomparably
greater than anything human being can do, no matter how
suicidal and destructive we are. Humanity does not function
according to geological time and a substantial portion of our
shared delusion is the idea that we as a species are more
important than any other or hold a particular position of
dominance.

Jason W. Moore rejects the ‘anthropocene’ in favor of the
term ‘capitalocene.’ His reasoning is two-fold. In the first case,
Moore argues, if we broaden our sense of capitalism to rightly
account for events such as the European conquest of the New
World, we can understand the most radical changes in the ca-
pacity for human beings to alter their environment in terms
of the accumulation of capital. Moore thus places emphasis on
‘the long sixteenth century’ as the period when technical in-
novations marked a new phase of environmental impact. Sec-
ondly, and even more importantly, Moore argues that the term
‘anthropocene, and indeed our entire conceptual framework
for dealing with the current climate crisis, is deeply informed
by a false dichotomy between something called ‘nature’ and
human society. Moore argues that the separation of human so-
ciety from the natural world “didn’t come about just because
there were scientists, cartographers or colonial rulers who de-
cided it was a good idea, but because of a far-flung process that
put together markets and industry, empire and new ways of
seeing the world that go along with a broad conception of the
Scientific Revolution.” This division, in other words, is inher-
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ently a product of specific conceptualizations of what it meant
to be human.

This binary has vast consequences and is the root of all the
other divisions that theorists have long since sought to under-
stand and dismantle, man and woman, white and black, the
West and the rest, capitalist and laborer. Moore urges a recon-
ceptualization of capitalism and nature to see that the reality
of the situation is much more complex than such stark, simple
terms allow for. What is needed, in Moore’s opinion, is new lan-
guage and new ideas to understand the relations between hu-
manity and the non-human world. Capitalism, of course, does
not only determine economic relationships. It likewise and in-
separably influences environmental relations, as well as psy-
chological, physiological relations among others. Moore states
that when we try to push beyond the simple binaries, we can
“see how Wall Street is a way of organizing nature. We see the
unfolding of problems today — like the recent turbulence in Chi-
nese and American stock markets — as wrapped up with bigger
problems of climate and life on this planet in a way that even
radical economists are not willing to acknowledge.” To see the
connection between the economic and the environmental also
puts various struggles in solidarity with each other. The strug-
gle for climate justice and economic justice are the same.

Moore’s point is well-taken and coincides nicely with the
critique of civilization. If we overemphasize the role of indus-
trialization, for example, in the history of human impact on the
biosphere, we will fail to see how pre-industrial societies were
quite capable of destroying and disrupting ecosystems. Moore
is absolutely right that talking about humanity contra nature is
unproductive and in fact, facilitates the exploitation and degra-
dation of the biosphere. He is also right when he points out
that humanity as a whole cannot be said to have any particu-
lar means of relating to the environment. We have to talk about
specific communities and societies.
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But there must be one I ought to favor more. If not, are they
all of them mere servants? But if they are all servants, then
how can they keep order among themselves? Or do they take
turns being lord and servant? It would seem as though there
must be some True Lord among them. But whether I succeed
in discovering his identity or not, neither adds to nor detracts
from his truth”

The author here suggests that in the first case, there is a
unity of things, and in the second that there is a principle that
establishes that unity, which is lies beyond the things them-
selves. Or as Rapp puts it “since there is no one body part
that rules the others, there is thus a natural or spontaneous
order in the universe that exists without human intervention.
We should also note here that one of the fundamental distinc-
tions between philosophical daoism and religious/alchemical
daoism is the complete absence of deism in the former. There is
a force that governs things and keeps them in order; it’s called
nature or the dao.

The second inner chapter of the Zhuangzi also presents one
of daoism’s most articulate and powerful critiques of dualistic
thinking. The author writes

“What is It is also Other, what is Other is also It. There they
say “That’s it, that’s not’ from one point of view, here we say
‘That’s it, that’s not’ from another point of view. Are there re-
ally It and Other? Or really no It and Other? Where neither It
nor Other finds its opposite is called the axis of the Way. When
once the axis is found at the centre of the circle there is no limit
to responding with either, on the one hand no limit to what is
it, on the other no limit to what is not”

These kinds of dualisms are obviously central to the logic
of civilization, the logic of oppression in all its forms. Indeed
the exploitation of another human or non-human life depends
entirely on the ability of the mind to make these kinds of It-
Other distinctions. As we can see above the author does not
advocate relativism. It is not enough to say that some people
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technologies not on principle but chiefly because they saw how
quickly such developments were put to use in the service of
militarism and state oppression.

As we have seen the Daodejing is a sophisticated text that
allows for multiple ways of reading. In the context of civiliza-
tion and primitivism the Zhuangzi is much more straightfor-
ward. The authorship of that the latter text is also less myste-
rious. The author of at least the seven core chapters (known
among scholars as the “inner” chapters) seem to have been
written by a man named Zhuang Zhou sometime during the
fourth century BCE. Scholars debate the identities of the au-
thors of the remaining “outer” chapters but Angus Graham,
perhaps the most important scholar of the Zhuangzi in the
West, argues they were written by a group of philosophers he
terms “the Daoist primitivists.” While the outer chapters were
probably written significantly later than the inner chapters as
well as the Daodejing (Graham places them during the period
209-202 BCE between the fall of the Qin and the rise of the Han
dynasty), according to Rapp there is evidence that the explic-
itly primitivist portions of the Zhuangzi in fact reflect the phi-
losophy of a much older tradition based around the teachings
of legendary hermit Yang Zhu, as well as the Shen Nung (“Di-
vine Farmer”) tradition of stateless agrarian communities that
stretch back well before the Warring States period. The chap-
ters influenced by Yang Zhu, known as the Yangist chapters,
include the story of Robber Chih, which as we will see below,
is one of the most important anti-civilization daoist texts.

This is not to say, however, that the inner chapters of the
Zhuangzi don’t also have much to offer in this context. The
second inner chapter indeed is one of the most elegant and
profound in the daoist canon. Rapp draws our attention to the
following passage:

“The hundred joints, the nine openings, the six organs, all
come together and exist here [as my body]. But which part
should I feel closest to? I should delight in all parts, you say?
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This is also a key point in the anti-civilization perspective.
Humanity, as such, is useless to discuss in environmental terms.
We have to talk about specific issues such as agriculture, min-
ing, domestication, technology, etc. We have to talk about com-
munities and their practices. Lets talk about the practices of
hunter gatherer communities, for example. There are to this
day a number of communities that live without agriculture or
urban settlements, and of course historically this has been the
vast majority of human beings on this planet. When we break
out of the old binary of human vs nature we can see that it’s hu-
manity that’s the problem but a specific way of life or specific
practices. This recognition also allows us to address particu-
lar problems without falling into the trap that somehow and
for some reason, usually a religious one, humanity is just des-
tined to have an exploitative relationship to its environment.
Again, the majority of human beings historical have lived in a
radically non-exploitative way. Which humans are we talking
about when we say that ‘humans are destroying nature’? And
furthermore, lets be specific about what is being destroyed and
how.

If people just hear that humans are destroying the environ-
ment, they aren’t given much incentive to act or even think
much. We have to remind people that humanity, as a mono-
lith, doesn’t do anything in particular. You have a choice, you
are not condemned to exploit the earth simply by being born
human. Talking about the environmental crisis in terms of ‘na-
ture’ or ‘the earth’ is likewise insufficient and misleading. The
earth is still going to be here and nature is still going to be here,
what we are talking about losing is the health and vitality of
specific ecosystems, millions of species of animals and plants,
and perhaps the extinction of the human race. The planet will
keep on turning and new species will develop and grow.

Donna Haraway’s recent engagement with this debate of-
fers further nuance. She cites a paper by Anna Tsing entitled
“Feral Biologies,” which suggests that we might think about
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the distinction between holocene and anthropocene in terms
of refuge. During the previous epoch its clear that destructive
human activity occurred, however, at that point there were still
spaces of refuge. This is to say various ecosystems had the ca-
pacity to rebuild, species could take shelter and return, biodi-
versity was largely unthreatened despite attacks against partic-
ular species. Haraway writes that “The Anthropocene marks
severe discontinuities; what comes after will not be like what
came before” These refuges have all but disappeared. Ecosys-
tems and species, humans certainly among them, do not have
the time or the space to replenish themselves. In these terms
Haraway argues that our only hope is to do everything we can
to make sure that this current period of extinguishing refuge
is as short as possible, because it is very clearly here now.

In the context of cultivating new places for biodiversity
to flourish Haraway proposes a new term to add to the mix.
Haraway’s Chthulucene evokes H.P. Lovecraft’s nihilistic
mythology though eschews its racism and misogyny. She
stipulates that this term is inspired by “the diverse earth-
wide tentacular powers and forces and collected things with
names like Naga, Gaia, Tangaroa (burst from water-full
Papa),Terra,Haniyasu-hime,Spider Woman, Pachamama, Oya,
Gorgo,Raven,A’akuluujjusi, and many many more” It is a
concept that implies the blending of the human and the
non-human, an assemblage of multiple species and beings in
one. Haraway calls for a paradigm in which human beings and
other forms of life come together to recreate a world that can
sustain life, to recompose ourselves and reimagine ourselves
as being human and non-human. We must act and think
from a symbiotic perspective. We have to make kin with the
fungi and the bacteria and the myriad species of life. Through
this composting mentality, of constantly composing and
decomposing, we can rebuild the spaces and time of refuge.
Extinction, Haraway reminds us, is not just a metaphor.
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like? The Daodejing calls for a rejection of militarism, a rejec-
tion of status and wealth, a rejection of language, a rejection of
growth and development. In other words, as John Rapp writes,
the image of the more effective ruler presented in the Daode-
jing “takes virtually the entire content of rule away...in its con-
demnation of law, morality, education, taxes, and punishment.
In effect the received text takes away all meaning of rulership
by removing all elements of coercion.” Thus the Daodejing cri-
tiques the manner of rulership that is produced under the con-
ditions of civilized mass society. This is precisely why Joseph
Needham argues that the Daodejing “was trying to change feu-
dal rulers back into leaders of primitive communal tribes, that
is, into tribal elders or wise men with no monopoly on the legit-
imate use of coercion, to employ again Weber’s minimalist def-
inition of the state” In this regard the text is highly amenable
to a contemporary anti-civilization reading,.

Perhaps the section of the Daodejing which is most explic-
itly hostile to techno-industrial society is chapter 80:

“Let there be a little country without many people. Let them
have tools that do the work of ten or a hundred, and never
use them. Let them be mindful of death and disinclined to long
journeys. They’d have ships and carriages, but no place to go.
They’d have armor and weapons, but no parades. Instead of
writing, they might go back to using knotted cords...The next
little country might be so close the people could hear cocks
crowing and dogs barking there, but they’d get old and die with-
out ever having been there”

At first this passage seems overwhelmingly to argue against
technology. Ursula Le Guin, points out however that the people
in this vision do have access to technology, vehicles, weapons,
etc they just choose not to use them. Le Guin interprets this as a
statement about the impact that tools have on those that seek
to make use of them. In other words, that technology is not
neutral but influences and corrupts the user. Joseph Needham
has a similar argument, that the daoists opposed the use of new
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man nature) can be found in the following passage from the
Daodejing:

“When the Great Dao was discarded, only then came ren
(virtue) and right. When wisdom and insight emerged, only
then came the Great Artifice. When the six kinship classes fell
out of harmony, only then came filiality and parental kindness.
When the state is darkened with chaos, only then do the loyal
ministers appear.”

In this passage we can see a belief in the need to return
to an original state of nature, which is to say, a state of ex-
istence unburdened by the artificiality, compartmentalization,
and superficiality of civilized society. Furthermore these pas-
sages articulate the position that left to their true nature, hu-
manity will return to a path of true virtue and harmony, rather
than the abstract notions of virtue and empty moralizing of so-
ciety. When things are left to their natural state they function
as they should, when human beings try to control and inter-
fere with natural processes, the entire human and non-human
world is thrown into chaos:

“Cut off sagehood! Cast out wisdom! The people will benefit
a hundredfold. Cut off ren! Cast out right! The people will re-
turn to filiality and parental kindness. Cut off cleverness! Cast
out profit! Brigands and thieves will nowhere be found”

Wisdom, justice, and virtue are names for the failure of hu-
manity to live according to the dao. Impositions upon the world
as it is, symptoms of humanity’s delusion that it is superior and
exempted from the rest of creation.

It is also important to note what the Daodejing actually has
to say about governing and authority. While it appears, as we
have acknowledged above, to allow for some accommodation
of the basic structures of ruler and ruled, there are many sig-
nificant nuances that deserve to be parsed. So if we say that
at least in part the Daodejing is a manual for how to govern
more effectively, what can we say are the principles at work
here? What would a ruler who rules according to the dao look
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Haraway closes by gesturing to Kim Stanley Robinson’s
2312, which describes our current moment as “The Dither-
ing...A state of indecisive agitation” This may ultimately be
the best way to understand human hegemony.

Dark Virtue: Daoism and the Rejection of
Civilization

“Everything you say I reject.” —Robber Chih

“Whatever is against the Dao will soon be destroyed.”—
Daodejing

“Everyone in the world is a human sacrifice” —"Webbed
toes”

Resistance to civilization has existed as long as civilization
itself. There have always been those who reject this way of
life. Critiques of technology, urban life, agriculture, domestica-
tion, and symbolic culture can be found in cultures all around
the world and throughout history. As enemies of civilization
searching for ways to understand the nature of the world in
the 21st century, I believe we can draw on the work of those
critics of the past. There is perhaps no region on earth where
civilization has been more entrenched for so long than China.
Likewise I believe that there is no more potent critique of civi-
lization from the ancient world than daoism.

In this essay I will attempt to demonstrate how ancient
Chinese daoist philosophy is completely consistent with con-
temporary anti-civilization and green anarchist critiques in its
rejection of technology, domestication, agriculture, humanism,
and morality. I will analyze the similarities between daoism
and modern critiques of civilization in the two most well
known daoist volumes, the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi, as
well as number of lesser known works. I will also provide vital
historical context for understanding the meaning of daoism as
a philosophy.
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We can say that the philosophy of daoism has a lot to
offer critiques of civilization or techno-industrial society but
one first has to clarify what is meant by the term daoism.
It has to be acknowledged that daoism exists as a religious
practice, an alchemical tradition, and various often conflict-
ing philosophies. Furthermore the dichotomy between the
anarchic daoists and the statist confucians has been radically
exaggerated in contemporary representations. It is certainly
true that daoism came to contain much of the folk beliefs and
practices of ancient China while the teachings of Confucius
(551-479 BC) were officially made into Imperial law during the
Han and Tang dynasties. But in reality the two philosophical
strands were often woven together, without a clear demar-
cation between the two. Then there is the thorny matter of
authorship in the case of the two most central daoist texts.
The putative authors of both the Daodejing and the Zhuangzi
probably never existed at all and both texts are unquestionably
compiled from an unknown number of sources. In fact it is
possible that the authors of the two texts were unknown to
each other. In the case of the former it is more or less accepted
that the text that exists today is comprised of sayings from
various village elders that were first presented together during
the Warring States period (403-221 BCE).

Despite these qualifications, it is clear that the Daodejing
and the Zhuangzi were enormously influential in ancient Chi-
nese thought and that certain trends and themes are present
both in these texts and in others that they inspired. The anti-
civilization trend, in other words, is there in the text and de-
serves to be taken seriously even if we concede that not every
daoist was an anarchist and not every daoist anarchist was a
primitivist.

In his 2012 Daoism and Anarchism John Rapp argues per-
suasively that anarchism is central to philosophical daoism. He
writes “the Wei-Jin Daoist term wujun literally means ‘without
a prince’... and is nearly identical in meaning to the Greek an-
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archos” Again it is important to resist presenting philosophical
daoism as monolithic. While there may be similarities in how
the Daodejing and Zhuangzi conceptualize the nature of the
state as one that is primarily motivated by the desire to rule
and perpetuate itself, there are major differences between the
two in terms of the limits of anarchism.

Generally speaking the Daodejing is significantly more
moderate in its critique of the state. Hsiao Kung-chuan writes
“non-action in government need not destroy and cast aside
the ruler-servitor institution, and return to the total lack of
restraints that exists among birds and beasts...in theoretical
terms, what Lao Tzu attacked was not government in and
of itself, but any kind of governing which did not conform
to ‘Taoistic’ standards.” This is to say that in many ways the
Daodejing offers advice for how to rule more effectively rather
than critique the notion of rulership as such: “Governing
the state is like frying a small fish,” “When the government
is narrow and dull the people are simple and pure; when
the government is clear and acute the people are sharp and
crafty” We can see that the Daodejing advocates a kind of
rulership that is guided by sages and the principles of wuwei
(doing-not-doing or doing nothing).

In terms of anarcho-primitivism, however, the Daodejing
has more to offer than may at first appear. In his analysis of
political Daoism Roger Ames suggests four necessary elements
for establishing a “comprehensive anarchism”: “a theory em-
phasizing a natural ‘free’ condition of human nature, a rejec-
tion of all coercive authority, a notion of some kind of non-
coerive, nonauthoritarian society that could replace coercive
authority, and some practical method of moving from authori-
tarian reality to the nonauthoritarian ideal.”So while the Daode-
jing may not reject outright the structure of ruler and ruled, it
certainly conforms to the above conditions. Evidence of this
first condition (the emphasis on a natural and free state of hu-
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